Of the numerous hypotheses advanced to explain the adaptive significance of play, several assert that social play increases social harmony, cementing alliances and reducing aggression between group members or littermates. These hypotheses are frequently cited, but their validity remains unknown. We examined the relation between social play and aggression in juvenile meerkats, Suricata suricatta, living in a wild population in the southern Kalahari Desert. We tested the hypothesis that social play reduces aggression, by examining rates of play, play partner choices, the structure of social play and rates of aggressive interactions during foraging. We found no relation between frequency of play and level of aggression, either between individuals or during the course of development. Pups that played together frequently were just as aggressive towards one another as pairs of pups that played infrequently, and play interactions had no subsequent effect on the likelihood of aggression. In contrast, aggressive interactions during foraging inhibited the subsequent likelihood of play, and high levels of aggression during foraging changed the structure of social play, with victimized pups avoiding play wrestling. We conclude that social play does not reduce aggression in young meerkats. 
Of the numerous hypotheses advanced to explain the adaptive significance of play, several assert that social play increases social harmony, cementing alliances and reducing aggression between group members or littermates. These hypotheses are frequently cited, but their validity remains unknown. We examined the relation between social play and aggression in juvenile meerkats, Suricata suricatta, living in a wild population in the southern Kalahari Desert. We tested the hypothesis that social play reduces aggression, by examining rates of play, play partner choices, the structure of social play and rates of aggressive interactions during foraging. We found no relation between frequency of play and level of aggression, either between individuals or during the course of development. Pups that played together frequently were just as aggressive towards one another as pairs of pups that played infrequently, and play interactions had no subsequent effect on the likelihood of aggression. In contrast, aggressive interactions during foraging inhibited the subsequent likelihood of play, and high levels of aggression during foraging changed the structure of social play, with victimized pups avoiding play wrestling. We conclude that social play does not reduce aggression in young meerkats. Several decades of research into the adaptive significance of play have led to the postulation of numerous hypotheses of its function (Fagen 1981; Smith 1982; Baldwin 1986) . A number of these propose that play increases social harmony, for example strengthening social bonds, cementing alliances or reducing aggression between group members or littermates. Such explanations for play have been postulated in studies of a diverse range of mammals, including carnivores (Bekoff 1974; West 1974; Poole 1978; Drea et al. 1996) , rodents (Panskepp 1981; Waterman 1988; Pellis et al. 1993; Holmes 1995 ), primates (Carpenter 1934 Hausfater 1972; Poirier & Smith 1974; Sugiyama 1976; Lee 1984) , artiodactylids (Byers 1984) and carnivorous marsupials (Soderquist & Serena 2000) . Despite the popularity of these hypotheses, it is still not known whether play does reduce aggression, or increase social harmony, between playing individuals.
The proposition that social play functions to strengthen social bonds was supported by early speculation that interspecific variation in play was positively correlated with level of sociality (Poirier & Smith 1974; Bekoff 1977) . However, there is now evidence that play and sociality are not related, at least in canids and rodents (Biben 1983; Pellis & Iwaniuk 1999) . The strongest support for the hypotheses is provided by the distribution of play during development in captive animals. Drea et al. (1996) found that rates of social play in captive, infant spotted hyaenas, Crocuta crocuta, rose steadily as rates of sibling aggression fell, peaking at the age at which the cubs would normally integrate with others in the pack. They concluded that social play contributed to the termination of serious aggression and promoted social cohesion. In solitary carnivores, such as polecats, Mustela putorius (Poole 1978), domestic cats, Felis catus (West 1974) , and chuditch, Dasyurus geoffroii (Soderquist & Serena 2000) , rates of play in captive individuals decline markedly at the age at which littermates disperse in the wild. Researchers working on these species have suggested that play may serve to reduce the aggression that these animals normally show towards conspecifics, so that young littermates can cohabit without inflicting injury upon one another. However, Watson (1993) found no relation between rates of aggression and social play in captive red-necked wallabies, Macropus rufogriseus banksianus, and studies of free-ranging primates have detected no adverse effect on social relationships of reductions in social play caused by food shortage or poor habitat quality (Baldwin & Baldwin 1974; Lee 1984) .
We examined the relation between social play and aggression in juvenile meerkats, Suricata suricatta, in a wild population in the southern Kalahari Desert. Meerkats are social, cooperative mongooses that live in
